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ST PHOCAS, GARDENER, MARTYR
(A.D. 303)

[From his panegyric, written by St Asterius, and another by St Chrysostom,
t. ii. Ed. Ben. p. 704 ; Ruinart, p, 627.]

ST PHOCAS dwelt near the gate of Sinope, a city of Pontus, and lived by
cultivating a garden, which yielded him a handsome subsistence and
wherewith plentifully to relieve the indigent. In his humble profession
he imitated the virtue of the most holy anchorets, and seemed in part
restored to the happy condition of our first parents in Eden. And what
a field for contemplation does a garden offer to our view in every part,
raising our souls to God in raptures of love and praise, stimulating us to
fervour by the fruitfulness with which it repays our labour and multiplies
the seed it receives; and exciting us to tears of compunction for our
insensibility to God by the barrenness with which it is changed into a
frightful desert unless subdued by assiduous toil! Our saint joining
prayer with his labour, found in his garden itself an instructive book and
an inexhausted fund of holy meditation. His house was open to all
strangers and travellers who had no lodging in the place; and, after having
for many years most liberally bestowed the fruit of his labour on the poor,
he was found worthy also to give his life for Christ. Though his profession
was obscure, he was well known over the whole country by the reputation
of his charity and virtue.

When a cruel persecution, probably that of Diocletian in 303, was
suddenly raised in the Church, Phocas was immediately impeached as a
Christian; and such was the notoriety of his pretended crime that the
formality of a trial was superseded by the persecutors, and executioners
were despatched with an order to kill him on the spot wherever they
should find him. Arriving near Sinope, they would not enter the town,
but stopping at his house without knowing it, at his kind invitation they
took up their lodging with him. Being charmed with his courteous enter-
tainment, they at supper disclosed to him the errand upon which they
were sent, and desired him to inform them where this Phocas could be
most easily met with. The servant of God, without the least surprise,
told them he was well acquainted with the man and would give them
certain intelligence of him next morning. After they were retired to bed
he dug a grave, prepared everything for his burial, and spent the night
in disposing his soul for his last hour. When it was day he went to his
guests and told them Phocas was found, and in their power whenever
they pleased to apprehend him* Glad at this news, they inquired where
he was. " He is here present," said the martyr; " I myself am the man."